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In the history of translation theories in China, the role of a translator has generally 
been treated as that of a servant of the original author, whose task is to “copy” the 
source text in the target language to the best of the translator’s ability. “Faithfulness” is 
a general principle that all translators should follow. Theories that overemphasize 
“faithfulness” tend to simplify the process of translation and confine the study of 
translation to a mere applied discipline, thereby hindering the scientific development 
of translation studies. 
 
Through a comprehensive review of translation theories developed inside and outside 
China, this author argues for the importance of pure translation study, whose task is to 
describe the phenomenon of translation and develop principles for describing and 
explaining the process of translation. It is argued in the thesis that a competent 
translator should be one that is equipped with the ability to analyze factors which 
influence translation at and beyond the textual level, and work out proper translation 
strategies so as to satisfy the receptor, the initiator and the target ideology at large. The 
pure translation study promotes scientific ways of developing translation studies in 
China. 
 
This thesis is composed of four chapters, plus an “Introduction” and a “Conclusion”. 
 
Chapter One is a reflection on China’s traditional translation theories before the 1980s. 
Traditional translation theories place too much emphasis to the problem of “how to 
translate” and neglect the pure aspect of translation studies, which hinders the 
scientific development of researches on translation. Such a situation entails learning 
from foreign theories and expanding the faithfulness-oriented domestic theories of 
translation as a mere applied science. 
 
Chapter Two is focused on the term “equivalence”, an important concept in translation 
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based on analysis at the textual level, and draws attention to the reader’s role. Nida’s 
concept of dynamic equivalence is emphasized, as it shifts the focus of translation 
study from verbal comparison of textual equivalence to reader-oriented equivalent 
effect. 
 
Chapter Three discusses the translation initiator, the target reader and translation 
purpose as components of an organic whole. Generally, the initiator in literary 
translation works out the translation purpose according to the situation of target readers. 
The author discusses the influence of the publisher and the target reader on translation 
purposes in the extended process of translation.  
 
Chapter Four draws attention to the “receptor” in a broader sense, i.e. the target society. 
The author argues that translation can never be free from cultural and political 
manipulations which reflect the ideology of the target society. The author further 
discusses how the factor of ideology influences the choice of translation materials, 
translation strategies, and the establishment of translation theories in China. 
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0.1 Backgrounds of Translation Studies in China 
 
In the history of translation theories in China, scholars tend to search for “a relatively 
static criterion” that can be applied to all translation activities in all times, and the 
consensus they have reached is the criterion of “faithfulness” (Chang Nam Fung [张南
峰], 2004: 23). The role of a translator is treated as that of a servant of the original 
author, whose task is to “copy” the source text in the target language to the best of the 
translator’s ability. “Faithfulness” naturally becomes a general principle for all 
translators.  
 
Theories that overemphasize “faithfulness” simplify the process of translation. On the 
one hand, being faithful to the original is too fuzzy a term. The development of 
translation theories in China can be generalized as a debate over literal translation and 
liberal translation, and the debaters on the two sides both base their arguments on the 
fuzzy term “faithfulness”. The literal school argues that translated texts should be 
faithful to the words and structure of original texts, while the liberal school asserts that 
they should be faithful to the content and the meaning of original texts. Both sides put 
the translator in a subordinate position to the original author, considering the translator 
a servant or an imitator of the original author. However, the role of the translator is far 
more complicated than that of a servant, and translation studies is far more profuse 
than focusing on the applied area, i.e. the problem of “how to translate”. 
 
On the other hand, shackled by the principle of “faithfulness”, translators concentrate 
their efforts on establishing linguistic equivalence at the textual level, ignoring the 
influence of other factors beyond the textual level. Translators, however, are social 
beings and they carry out translation tasks in specific social contexts. Apart from 
linguistic factors, translators should take into consideration other factors beyond the 
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The reason behind traditional scholars’ limited vision lies in their biased view towards 
translation theories. As Xie Tianzhen [谢天振] points out, “traditional scholars treated 
the problem of ‘how to translate’ as the only task that translation theorists must 
accomplish. Due to their ingrained practical attitude towards theories, they 
oversimplified the function of translation theories as that of guiding translation 
practice only” (2002: 49-50). For this reason, though the problem of “how to translate” 
had almost been settled in the early 1970s in China, scholars continued to focus on 
applied translation studies and unconsciously ignored pure translation studies, which 
“has the dual objective of describing translation phenomena as they occur and 
developing principles for describing and explaining such phenomena” (Baker, 1998: 
277); however, many Western scholars had begun to carry out pure translation studies 
as early as in the 1960s.  
 
0.2 Purpose and Methodology of this Thesis  
 
Since the task of tackling the problem of “how to translate” is up to practitioners and 
has almost been completed, pure translation studies, whose task is to explain the 
complicated phenomenon of translation, has become an increasingly important area of 
interest in contemporary translation studies. It is argued that Chinese scholars should 
pay more attention to pure translation studies so as to enhance the dynamics and rigor 
of translation studies in China. As Sherry Simon points out:  
 
Instead of asking the traditional question which has preoccupied translation 
theorists—“how should we translate, what is a correct translation?”—the 
emphasis is placed on a descriptive approach: “what do translations do, how do 
they circulate in the world and elicit response?”… This shift emphasizes the 
reality of translations as documents which exist materially and move about, add 
to our store of knowledge, and contribute to ongoing changes in esthetics. (1996: 
7) 
 
The author of this thesis argues that, besides the practical guiding function, translation 















translation activities with the help of existing translations and explain how translators 
manipulate source texts to elicit certain response in the target world. Adopting a 
descriptive methodology, the author undertakes the research with a view to enhancing 
people’s understanding of the role of translator as that of an independent and relatively 
powerful mediator between textual and extra-textual conflicts. As literary translation is 
regarded as the most complicated of all translation activities, a large portion of this 
thesis is devoted to the study of literary translation. 
 
Through a comprehensive review of translation theories developed inside and outside 
China, the author analyzes the strengths and limitations of these theories and contends 
that the role of translator in literary translation is that of an active mediator between 
textual and extra-textual factors. Western scholars’ researches on the influence of the 
reader, the initiator and the target ideology in translation are drawn upon so that the 
faithfulness-oriented domestic theories are modified and enriched. “Translation studies 
is essentially concerned with a web of relationships, the importance of individual items 
being decided by their relevance in the larger context of text, situation and culture” 
(Snell-Hornby, 1996: 35). While translating, translators have to take into consideration 
the influence of many factors at and beyond the textual level, such as the language 
feature, the source reader, the target reader, and the ideology in the target society. A 
competent translator should be one that is equipped with the ability to analyze these 
factors and work out proper translation strategies so as to satisfy the receptor, the 
initiator and the target ideology at large. 
 
0.3 Organization of the Thesis 
 
The thesis is composed of four chapters, plus an “Introduction” and a “Conclusion”.  
 
Chapter One is a brief review of China’s traditional translation theories before the 
1980s. Traditional translation theories give too much emphasis to the problem of “how 
to translate” and neglect the pure theoretical aspect of translation studies, which 
hinders the scientific development of researches on translation. Such a situation entails 
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mere applied science. 
 
Chapter Two is focused on the term “equivalence”, an important concept in translation 
studies. The author points out the limitations of Catford’s equivalence theory based on 
analysis at the textual level, and draws attention to the reader’s role. Nida’s concept of 
dynamic equivalence is emphasized, as it shifts the focus of translation studies from 
verbal comparison of the textual equivalence to reader-oriented equivalent effect. 
 
Chapter Three discusses the translation initiator, the target reader and translation 
purpose as components of an organic whole. Generally, the initiator in literary 
translation works out translation purpose according to the situations of target readers. 
The author discusses the influence of the publisher and the target reader on translation 
purposes in the extended process of translation.  
 
Chapter Four draws attention to the “receptor” in a broader sense, i.e. the target society. 
The author asserts that translation can never be free from cultural and political 
manipulations which reflect the ideology of the target society. The author further 
discusses how the factor of ideology influences the choice of translation materials, 
translation strategies, and the establishment of translation theories in China. 
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